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of what Dioscurides calls kéAowos & eddSns, 1. e, sweet flag or calamus,
one of the best varieties of which was imported from Indial®9, But caution
is required since a plant of this name grew in the marshes along the Red Sea
coast'®. Other supposed imports pose similar problems. Zenon’s faithfy]
hound Tatpeov is described as *IvSov in a papyrus copy of the epitaph from
his gravel®d Indian dogs occur both in our literary sources and in art104 byt
no more than a breed of dog need be indicated by the ethnicl03, Tauron may
be a locally bred example of a breed already found in Babylon in Herodotus’
daylos,

Six imported spices appear to have been widely used in various parts
of the Roman Empire: malabathrum?%4, pepper, frankincense, myrrh, cassia,
and cinnamon. Pepper, definitely an Indian product, ranks among the
most important!06, Literary references, particularly in Apicius'4?, and
finds of pepper shakersi®4® a5 wel] as the numerous references in papyrilo®
attest to the widespread use of this Indian product. Four other spices are
not products of South Asia. Frankincense and myrrh came from Southwest
Arabia, particularly the regions of Dofar and Hadhramaut® and some
varieties grew in East Africalosl, The use of these products in the Mediterra-
nean goes back well into the Dynastic period!®®2, The expedition of Queen
Hatshepsut recorded on the reliefs and inscription from Der el-Bahril0s3
seems to have been intent on fetching these productsi®®* from Southwest
Arabia, but the exact geography of that venture is still the source of vig-
orous controversy%5, The Pharaonic effort to transplant frankincense trees
from their native habitat to Egypt!%%¢ may have been imitated by Ptolemy
Philadelphus, but botanists give neither enterprise much change of suc-
cesslos?,

Two closely associated spices pose particular problems. It is common
ground among almost all scholars who write on the subject that both spices
originated somewhere in South Asia, whether India, Ceylon, Indonesia, or
Southern Chinalos, Yet with the exception of a single passage in Strabo all
of our ancient sources are unanimous in attributing both cassia and cinam-
mon to Arabia and East Africa®®, The communis opinio holds that the
merchants of Southwest Arabia in the period of the ‘Sabaean thalassocracy’
gained a monopoly not only on the import of both spices, but also on the
knowledge of their true origin, and that they continued to retain this mono-
poly throughout the Roman period®®, Since, however, cinnamon is already
mentioned in Egyptian texts of the second milennium B, C.1061 it wag
thought necessary to attribute such early commerce to the Phoenicians and
more recently to the Indonesians®®2, Undaunted by the fact that the identi-
fication of many of the substances mentioned in early Egyptian documents
is uncertainl®®, Mirreg proposed that cinammon and cassia were carried
from the islands of Southeast Asia to the coast of East Africa near Mada-

gascar. The spices were then transported overland to the ports of Somalial064,
This rather bizarre theory has its origins in a strange tale told by Pliny1065
and in the widely accepted view that Madagascar was settled by Indonesians
in the early years of the present eral0s, The type of evidence used by jonss,
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upon whose work MILLER, apparently without much further enquiry, bases
his theories, is primarily anthropological and undatable!®”. The linguistic
evidence has been analysed in detail; research to date points to a derivation
of Malagasy from Malayo-Polynesian before any significant Sanskritiza-
tion%8, In the case of Malayan origins this would fix an approximate termi-
nus ante quem of the fifth or sixth century®®. On the other hand, if we
assume the migrants came from Sumatra, Java or Borneo, the time is con-
siderably later’®?, The discovery of a quadrangular stone adze east of Anka-
zobe does not significantly narrow down the chronological options noted
abovel®”, Nor are the bead finds of much assistance!®??. Other comparative
material of an anthropological or ethnographic nature, such as the similarity
of blood types'®”® or the parallels in the use and construction of the xylophone
and outrigger canoe!?, are too imprecise to be of assistance in a historical
reconstruction.

It is also important to remember that no scholar apart from MILLER
has seen this migration as a commercial venture?™. An ever increasing
amount of archaeological evidence from the islands of the Pacific indicates
that the islanders using large outrigger canoes were able to perform voyages
of as much as 2,000 miles!®, No known voyage equals the 3,500 miles of
open ocean which lie between the most westerly islands of Indonesia and
Madagascar™®??. More important, however, is the determination that the
great voyages of the Polynesians were made primarily in search of food and
the necessities of life; large-scale commerce does not figure as a significant
motivel®?, The most that may therefore be said is that an unknown num-
ber of Indonesians deliberately or more likely accidentally??® were carried
by wind and currents to Madagascar where they settled.

The whole notion of a secret Monsoon and cinnamon trade strikes oneas
rather absurdi®, It is necessary to assume that South Arabia obtained such
a monopoly on both navigational knowledge and the spice long after the
merchants of the Persian Gulf were already frequenting Indian waters®!,
Furthermore, one must assume that Arabian ships reached Southeast Asia
centuries before Indian vessels made the trip®®2. Archaeologically the evi-
dence of Indian contact with Southeast Asia can scarcely be put before the
present eral®®®, and the main thrust in Western Malaya does not appear to
come until the third to sixth centuries®®, Even at commercial centres such
as Oc-eo the evidence of Indian contact is quite limited!%®5, Such a late date
dor Indian penetration of Southeast Asia is also confirmed by references in
Chinese literary sources to this region2®, That the native cultures of some
parts of Southeast Asia were nautically more advanced than their Chinese
neighbours remains a distinct possibility%?, Early Chinese travellersusedsuch
f_Olf&ign vessels!®8 but the only other literary evidence for their possible
Existence is a disputed passage in the “Periplus’1®, The date of the earliest
f»hlnese voyages to the West remains controversial due to the difficulties in
identifying toponyms mentioned in Chinese texts®®®. The account of a
Voyage in the ‘Han-shu’ to Huang shih in A.D. 2191 still is the

- Only widely accepted reference to an early Chinese voyage to the West,
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but even this is not entirely convincing0s2, Archaeologically there are
few traces of Chinese imports in Indonesia and India until the T’ang
period1093,

The whole discussion of the early cinnamon trade and its sources has
become inexorably intertwined with the hypothesis, held by many to be an
established fact, that the Sabaean discovery and use of the Southwest Mon-
soon for voyages to India and Southeast Asia greatly antedates the arrival
of the Greeks on the Indian Oceanl®®. In the nineteenth century it was held
that the port of Ophir frequented by King Solomon’s ships was in India or
beyond'®®s and that the Phoenicians were engaged in a sea trade with
Chinal0%, Although both the latter hypotheses have long been shown to be
pure fabrication, variations on this theme have survived in superficially
scholarly works on the spice tradel®®’. The ‘Sabaean thalassocracy” hypo-
thesis, which is intellectually the successor of the above-mentioned theories,
still flourishes today and continues to gain new converts®®_ The archaeolo-
gical evidence once cited to support such speculation has now largely melted
away. The glass beads found at Kota Tinggi and Johore Lama, identified by
BEck as including Mediterranean specimens of the seventh century B. C,,
were considered reliable evidence of early commercial contacts between Ma-
laya and the West1®, The entire problem of the discovery of glass beads at
various Southeast Asian sites has been restudied. It is now understood that
beads could be used or reused over many centuries!™% and that their disco-
very at any given site is of little chronological value!?, The sites of South-
east Asia and Indonesia are currently dated primarily on the basis of im-
ported Chinese ceramics and subsequent investigation has shown that Tikam
Batu and other sites originally excavated by QuariTcrE WALES must be dated
to a considerably later period'®2. The results obtained from a re-examina-
tion of the archaeological evidence point to the conclusion that little glass
was imported anywhere in Indo-China and Indonesia before the Islamic
period in the West and the T’ang dynasty in the East1103, Furthermore, the
chemical analysis of glass beads, to some extent more accurate than the
subjective analysis of shapes'¥, has shown that both Chinese and Western
beads occur in this area but little can yet be said about their geographic
origins'*%, Even distinctive manufacturing techniques such as the layering
of glass and gold leaf is attested for both Egypt and Indiallos, Apart from
glass there remain only some enigmatic sherds. Found in a nonscientific and
unstratified excavation together with Malayan Neolithic ware at Bukit Tengu
Lemba, in Perlis, these sherds, of distinctive texture and shape, were identi-
fied by CORBETT as being Greek pottery of the late fifth or early fourth centu-
ries B. C.107, No comparable material has been found anywhere else in
Southeast Asia. An isolated and unique find of questionable identity and
coming from an unscientific excavation is of no historical valuel1s, Although
undoubtedly a curiosity, it cannot alone be used as evidence of early com-
merce between Malaya and the West1199, Other archaeological or ethnogra-
phic material which has been brought forward is purely speculative (or
worse) and does not merit detailed considerationiiio,
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in the Hellenistic world were the subject of international agreementslé2.
The granting of access to Roman territory to foreign merchants was seen
in Rome as a legitimate subject for international agreements2l byt it is
not known whether the imperial government took steps to assure Roman
subjects access to other kingdoms®22, We know of a number of Indian
embassies to the West, particularly in the reign of Augustus®®, but we
have unfortunately few details, since our sources concentrate primarily on
the bizarre and exotic!624, The language used by such embassies was probab-
ly Greek?625 and we possess little evidence that anyone in the Mediterranean
world mastered an Indian languagel62s,

On the broad subject of the culturalimpact of commercial and diplomat-
ic contact between Rome and India a vast literature exists. Many scholars
have attempted to trace the impact of Buddhism on the West827 or to see
a significant effect of Indian metaphysical doctrines on various early
Christian notables'®%. In general, in most studies of this type, supposition
and hypothesis greatly transcend the factual basis upon which they should
Test1629,

Our knowledge of the spice trade east of India is deficient and unreli-
able. Two overland routes have been suggested from the Bay of Bengal to
southwestern China: one along the course of the Burma road and then down
the Irrawaddy, and a second through northern Burma into Assam6®, The
existence of either one or both of these routes is frequently disputed63!, but
there is sufficient evidence to justify the assertion that at least one of these
routes was intermittently in use in Antiquity?632,

There also exists little evidence for an evaluation of the importance of
the maritime trade with the Far East. In our sources the knowledge of
the sea route to China and Southeast Asia is vague at best. The author of
the “Periplus’ knows only dimly of a land east of India called Xpvofj (fime-
pos)1633 — others are even less well informed!631, Only Ptolemy, who for
much of the East relies on merchants’ itineraries!®35, has any details about
the Golden Chersonesel®3, now usually identified with the Malay Peninsu-
1a1%%7, and the great port of Kattigara which lies beyond?®%, There is nothing
to suggest that regular voyages were made to that remote place by Roman
merchants'$, A Roman lamp has been found at P’ong Tiik64 and western
seals and coins have come to light in small numbers at Oc-co and other
sites’™!. Oc-eo was probably the major port of Funan!®® and has been
identified by some with Kattigaral6%, None of these Roman finds mentioned
above come from certainly dated contexts!®® Other allegedly ‘Roman’
artifacts have also been reported from islands in the Pacific such as the
Philippines and Palau1645, .

The great emphasis which was once placed on the evidence furnished
by glass beads from various sites in Malaya, Thailand, Sumatra, Java, and
Borneo to prove Mediterranean contacts has been shown to be misguided?64s,
although some still place their faith in the chronological value of such
material'®?. Beads, because of their ornamental value and frequent reli-
gious associations, could remain in use for many centuries before being
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lost or buried, could be excavated and re-used by treasure-hunting natives,
or could be imitated long after the date of manufacture of the originalsiess,
Excavations at Southeast Asian and Indonesian sites in the past three de-
cades have revealed a completely different picture from that accepted a gene-
ration ago. With the exception of the bead finds from Oc-eo and sites de-
pendent on it1¥%, where Indian imports and local production complicate the
picture?®®, all of our material can be eliminated from consideration in
studying Roman trade. The bead finds of Vietnam85! all come from sites
showing Chinese settlement or influence and date to a period of Chinese
expansion and migration into the areal®®?, One may reasonably suppose
that China is the immediate land of origin of these glass beads2653, At most
other sites in Malayal®®, Javal¢s6, Sumatral®®, and particularly in the well
stratified excavations of the Niah caves and Sarawak Delta of Southwest
Borneo®7, as well as in Formosal® and in the Philippines!®®, the time of
arrival of what were once described as “Roman’ beads coincides approxi-
mately with the introduction of iron and the use of imported T*ang through
Sung ceramics and stoneware!®®, The origin of many of these beads is
generally assumed to be similar to that of the Near Eastern glass found at
several large seventh to fourteenth century entrepdt sites in Malayalée,
The earlier portions of this period overlap with an era of Indian cultural
influence, the impact of which is relatively slight in areas such as Borneo,
but more intense and earlier in Thailand?82, This stage, too, is characterized
by imported goods, but in considerably smaller quantity, and at some sites
glass beads may have arrived at this time?66s,

The Indians traded extensively with Southeast Asia in the early cen-
turies of the Christian eral® and by the fourth and fifth centuries or later
had settled in Malayalé% and Indo-Chinal®®, as well as in the islands of
Indonesia®?, even as far as Borneo, in sufficient numbers to affect per-
manently the cultural development of these regions!®®, The motivation
behind this trade and migration still remains obscure. The search for gold
and other metals is generally regarded by modern scholars as a major
cause®”, but ancient tradition places some emphasis on political exiles!®?,
It must be remembered that it is quite possible that many, if not all, of the
Roman artifacts found in Indo-China may have been brought there not
by traders but by Indian immigrants from those areas of India to which
Roman goods were importedi67, Nor is the chronology of this movement
secure. Indian sites in Southeast Asia are difficult to date, since early
structures may have been of wood and have completely disappeared, and
bf-écause the discovery of artifacts of early manufacture, particularly Budd-
Iist images, does not preclude the considerably later importation of these
iﬁems into this area®’, The earliest inscriptions are dated palaeographi-
cally and thus are of limited chronological importance!®”, Dated inscrip-

: ' tions only begin to be attested in the sixth century®?, Indian literature,

because of the insecure date of many works, is of little help and the date

- SUggested above is the most acceptable period for the main bulk of Indian
» Watlon to this regionl®’, Such a migration would have been preceded
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by several centuries of commercial contact6?”. Future archaeological dis-
coveries may, of course, lower this date somewhat, but the most recent
explorations of sites in Southern Thailand¥’8, and in Kedah187, Malayaleso
as well as Borneo!®! have tended to reveal a picture similar to that dis-
cussed above in reference to the diffusion of glass beads: whatever traces of
Indian influence are found tend to be approximately contemporary with
or only slightly earlier than the arrival of T’ang ceramics and stoneware
in the area'®® Thus, at present, theories about Indian migrations to South-
east Asia in the earliest centuries of the Christian era must rest on Chinese
literary evidence'®® and on the results of the Oc-eo excacations!®®,

The nature and extent of the indigenous cultures of Southeast Asia
contemporary with the Roman Empire is still in the process of being de-
termined!®®, It is clear from Chinese literature that the southern neigh-
bours of the Han were considerably more nautically advanced than the
Chinese themselves!®, The indigenous Dong-son Bronze Age culture was
widespread throughout Southeast Asial®7”and at least in some areas was not
replaced by the Iron Age until well into the Christian eral%%8, Whether the sup-
posed maritime empire of Funan®® rose under the stimulus of Indian or
Chinese organizational expertise, or whether it was a primarily indigenous
growth, is still not clear’®. As a result of the new excavations of Non Nok
Tha and the surprisingly early Bronze Age culture which this site seems to
have revealed'®®!, there is now some doubt if all of this region was econom-
ically and culturally less advanced than Northern India and Chinal69,

Apart from the few artifacts mentioned above!®®, there is no trace
that Roman trade or culture had any perceivable impact on this region.
In fact, since all of these objects could just as easily have arrived with Indian
settlers or merchants, we are left with only literary evidence, both Chinese
and Roman®, for the infrequent visits of Roman merchants to this part
of the world. There exists to date no evidence that Roman ships regularly
frequented the ports of Funan or southern China as some have supposed!t9s,

V. Conclusion

The four studies above highlight some of the major problems encoun-
tered not only in dealing with Roman commerce with the East, but also in
the study of ancient economic history generally. A wide variety of evidence
exists — literary, epigraphic, archaeological, numismatic, linguistic — all
of which must be taken into consideration and carefully examined if mean-
ingful conclusions are to be reached. In the foregoing no effort has been
made to enumerate and evaluate all of the evidence available for our sub-
ject — such a task requires more time and space than is presently at my
disposal — but it is hoped that several key problem areas have been eluci-
dated. Most important, it has, I think, become clear that the history of
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